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COMMENTARY
The Jeopardy of 
Private Institutions
By Alan Pifer
Private nonprofit institutions serving 
the public good are one of those 
special features of American life so 
much taken for granted they have long 
since become obscured in a haze of 
familiarity. And yet, if one has occa­
sion to observe life in a nation where 
all activities are functions either of the 
state or of a single, authorized politi­
cal party, the value of independent 
private institutions, to our perception 
of a good society, becomes freshly 
and arrestingly apparent.
Traditionally, these institutions were 
supported almost exclusively by the 
income from endowments, annual 
gifts by individuals, corporations and 
foundations, and user fees; but as 
costs have risen and the demand for 
services has mounted, these sources 
of revenue have become increasingly 
inadequate. In recent years, therefore, 
many private institutions have begun 
to seek and receive a measure of gov­
ernmental support, in the form of 
grants or contracts for specific pur­
poses, or, indirectly, through subsidi­
zation of the purchaser of services, or, 
occasionally, at the local or state 
levels, as annual subventions.
A question that is more to the point 
is whether, in the aggregate, private 
institutions provide an essential ele­
ment to the character of our national 
life. Would our society be as rich, as 
varied, as free, as lively, as it is, if 
these enterprises disappeared en­
tirely from the scene —  if all education 
took place in public institutions, if 
opera, ballet, drama, and music were 
performed only by official state com­
panies, if medical care were provided 
only in public hospitals, if research 
were done only in governmental insti­
tutes, if welfare services were a mo­
nopoly of governmental agencies?
Put this way, the question is rhetorical
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Any real solution to the 
plight of private institu­
tions must begin with a 
clear appreciation by the 
nation’s top political 
leaders of what the col­
lec tive  presence and 
vitality of these institu­
tions mean to the nation.
and the answer, to many of us, ob­
vious. Of course we believe in private 
institutions, and of course their place 
in the society must be preserved. But 
rhetoric and sentiment are not 
enough. A substantial new effort will 
be required to safeguard the future of 
these institutions, based on an under­
standing and appreciation of the 
unique role they play in our society. 
The case for a combined public/ 
private system can no longer be as­
sumed to rest on some sort of divine 
law. It must be explicitly examined and 
stated.
Granting that many of the special 
virtues claimed on behalf of private 
institutions turn out not to be unique to 
them, and granting that some of them 
have in the past been less democratic 
and less open to change than they 
should have been, there are, none­
theless, at least four distinctive 
reasons why it is a matter of compel­
ling importance to retain in our society 
service institutions that are not under 
public control.
The first reason is the special 
opportunity they offer for concerned
citizens, through membership on 
boards of trustees and participation in 
a wide range of voluntary activities, to 
accept a significant measure of per­
sonal responsibility for the provision to 
the public of many kinds of essential 
services. Additionally, voluntary ser­
vice by trustees and other supporters 
brings to these institutions special tal­
ents and experience they could not 
possibly command otherwise, in 
fields such as fund raising, legal af­
fairs, investing, property manage­
ment, and community relations. Grow­
ing recognition of the paramount 
importance of the last of these fields 
has stimulated many institutions to 
broaden membership in their govern­
ing boards to include more young 
people, more women, and more rep­
resentatives of minority groups.
The second notable reason private 
service institutions and organizations 
must not be allowed to disappear is 
the important role they play in the 
safeguarding of academic, profes­
sional, and artistic freedom. In 
periods of sharp controversy, when 
legislative or executive pressure on 
public institutions becomes intoler­
able, private institutions can provide 
essential reserve protection for these 
freedoms. As one looks ahead, it is 
hard to imagine that the tensions of 
our deeply divided society will not 
produce many new storms, each with 
its own particular threats to liberty of 
mind and conscience. It has therefore 
seemed wise to many Americans to 
distribute the safekeeping of their 
nation's most precious asset, its intel­
lectual freedom, among a variety of 
institutions under the control of private 
citizens as well as of public au­
thorities.
A third, purely pragmatic, reason for 
securing the future well-being of these 
institutions is simply the fact that they 
do exist and that if they ceased to 
function as a private responsibility 
there is no guarantee that the same 
kinds and quality of service they now 
provide could or would be provided at 
public expense. This is particularly 
true in regard to some types of ser­
vices provided by religious institu­
tions, where the doctrine of separation 
of church and state bars public sup­
port; but it also applies to situations in 
which private institutions supply ser­
vices of such a controversial nature
1
Pifer: The Jeopardy of Private Institutions
Published by Digital Howard @ Howard University,
that public agencies would not dare to 
enter the field. The building of great 
institutions, be they universities, 
museums, symphony orchestras, hos­
pitals, or independent research facili­
ties, is a painstaking process, almost 
invariably requiring many decades. 
Each successive generation of trust­
ees, staff, and volunteers adds its in­
crement to the facilities, the range of 
services provided, the professional 
standards, the espirit and the repu­
tation of these institutions, until even­
tually they stand as mature resources 
to the society of a value incalculably 
greater than simply the worth of the 
“assets” which are listed in their an­
nual balance sheets.
A fourth, and perhaps most impor­
tant, reason private institutions must 
not be allowed to decline is that they 
bring to our national life vital elements 
of diversity, free choice, and hetero­
doxy. These qualities are often 
lumped together and their identity 
obscured in celebration of the vague 
and rather overworked concept of 
"pluralism.” But each, in fact, has a 
quite different connotation, and each 
has its own special importance. Diver­
sity suggests the existence of a vari­
ety of institutions within a given field, 
all rather different from one another in 
the way they are managed, in their 
perceptions of priorities, and in the 
kinds of service they offer. The term is 
value-free in that it contains no sug­
gestion of superiority or inferiority. It 
says only that there are likely to be a 
number of ways to accomplish some­
thing and that in the long run the com­
petition between several possible ap­
proaches is good for everybody. This 
prevents new ideas from being sup­
pressed, it provides challenge to fat 
and complacent bureaucracies, it 
assures experimentation and flexibil­
ity, and it lends color to what might 
otherwise be a monochromatic scene.
Free choice applies to the con­
sumer rather than to the purveyor of 
services. It implies the existence of a 
market, wherein those seeking ser­
vices can shop around and take their 
trade where they choose. The market 
is, of course, not an entirely free one 
because the costs of private services 
are likely to be higher than those pro­
vided by public institutions. But the 
existence of the market is, all the 
same, important to the way the con­
sumer feels about his life, for he 
knows that if a massive public agency 
whose services he was using were to 
become rigid, or inhumane, he would 
at least have the possibility of an al­
ternative.
Heterodoxy describes the permit­
ted presence in a society of uncon­
ventional ideas and philosophies and 
of institutions and organizations which 
nourish them. Tolerance of this kind is 
a sign of national maturity and self- 
confidence and indicates faith in the 
good sense of the average citizen to 
sort out what is genuine and what [is] 
specious. It also recognizes that to­
day’s iconoclasm may, as the result of 
changing conditions, be tomorrow’s 
orthodoxy and that any attempt 
forceably to stifle the free play of 
ideas, however seemingly eccentric, 
may produce stagnation or cause the 
buildup of powerful social forces that 
will eventually result in violent up­
heaval. Thus, the capacity to tolerate 
nonconformism, trying as this some­
times becomes, is the sine qua non of 
a free society. Without it the imposition 
of a totalitarian state ultimately be­
comes inevitable.
Private institutions are not the only 
contributors to pluralism. Public insti­
tutions can and do play a part in it; but 
their vulnerability in times of crisis 
places a special burden on private 
institutions for the preservation of d i­
versity, of free choice, and of the ca­
pacity to tolerate heterodoxy —  in 
short, for the preservation of an open 
society.
As service institutions, they have 
not been able to offset steadily rising 
labor costs through automation or 
other increases in productivity, or, al­
ternatively, just to drop unprofitable 
services, as could a business enter­
prise. Either course would have con­
stituted abandonment of their very 
raison d'etre—to provide services 
they deem to be good or essential for 
all or many citizens, and as much as 
possible on terms which the less for­
tunate can meet. At bottom, the prob­
lem faced by private institutions is 
very much the same as that faced by 
public institutions, except for the vital 
consideration that the latter's support 
is hitched to the tax dollars. Both have 
been hard hit by rising personnel 
costs. Both have found it impossible 
to offset these costs through in­
creased productivity. More impor­
tantly, both have been seriously af­
fected by an enormously heightened 
public demand, caused by affluence, 
population growth, changing atti­
tudes, and related factors, for the 
kinds of educational, cultural, health, 
and welfare services which tradition­
ally have been, and should be, sup­
plied on a nonprofit basis.
Government, quite properly, has 
concentrated on the staggering prob­
lem of meeting this demand and in so 
doing has put the major part of its ef­
fort into the development of public in­
stitutions. This approach, understand­
able as it is, has been built on 
assumptions about the continued vi­
ability of private institutions as a 
national resource that have become 
less and less justified and conse­
quently has precluded the kind of 
special attention they urgently re­
quire. Any real solution to the plight of 
private institutions must begin with a 
clear appreciation by the nation's top 
political leaders of what the collective 
presence and vitality of these institu­
tions mean to the nation. These 
leaders, rather than simply mirroring 
public ignorance and apathy, must 
educate the public and where neces­
sary, convert it, to a sense of active 
concern over the future of our tradi­
tional system of shared public and pri­
vate effort and responsibility; and, in 
this task, our political leaders must be 
supported and reinforced by other 
leadership elements in the nation. 
Nothing less than this kind of impetus 
from the top will provide the basis for 
the great variety of measures which 
will be needed to preserve and revi­
talize the position of our private institu­
tions. □
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